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Introduction 
Tropical coastal ecosystems (TCEs) such as coral reefs, mangrove forests and sea 
grass beds provide food, livelihoods and numerous other benefits for hundreds of 
millions of people, including many of the world’s poorest and most vulnerable groups. 
Despite their value, these ecosystems face multiple threats and are globally in decline. 
Advances in our understanding of how TCEs function mean that appropriate 
management at a local scale can significantly improve the resilience of these 
ecosystems and the human communities who depend on them. However, even in 
developed countries, a gap remains between reef science and management, a problem 
that is exacerbated in developing countries where access to tertiary education is 
frequently difficult. The UQx MOOC, Tropical Coastal Ecosystems, is designed to bridge 
the gap.  
 
Course Information 
Overview 
Registration Open:  
31st December 2013 
 
Report Generated: 
6th August 2015 
 
Estimated Time:  
4-5 hours per week 
Launch Date: 
28th April 2014 
 
Course Length: 
8 weeks 
 
Languages Offered:  
English  
Close Date: 
23rd June 2014 
 
Course Instance: 
First run 
 
 
 
Pre-requisites 
None. 
 
Course Team 
Ove Hoegh-Guldberg Sophie Dove Cath Lovelock 
Pete Mumby     Hugh Possingham      Stuart Phinn 
Chris Roelfsema  
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Course Structure 
 
 
Figure 1. Course Structure !. This course structure graphic highlights the course components in the 
order that they appear in the course. (This graphic is adapted from the MITx Course Reports.)  
The course had 8 weeks of content and students were given an additional week to complete the 
course, the end of week quizzes and the final project.  
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Learning Objectives  
Overarching learning objective: To teach a basic understanding of the value, 
vulnerability, dynamics and sustainable management of tropical coastal ecosystems.  
 
By the end of this education program, learners will be able to identify:  
 
1. The functional groups of organisms in tropical coastal ecosystems.  
2. Key physical parameters of tropical coastal ecosystems, such as salinity, light, 
pCO2, pO2, waves, wind, sediment, nutrients, flow, pesticides and herbicides.  
3. Key ecological processes such as calcification, photosynthesis, trophic 
interactions, nutrient cycling, connectivity, reproduction, and trophic dynamics.  
4. Threats to tropical coastal ecosystems and the specific impacts of ocean 
warming and acidification, overfishing, sea level rise, and pollution.  
 
Other Uses of the Course  
A flipped classroom was not used during the first run of the course, however Sophie 
Dove, Course Coordinator for BIOL3202 used the materials in her Semester 2 2014 
and Semester 2 2015 course site. 
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Course Demographics 
 
Total Registrations  
 
Figure 2. Registrations. As seen in the graph, there was a peak in enrolments around the time of the 
course release. 
 
 
 
 UQx Course Registration Comparison  
 
 
Figure 3. Registration Comparison, at respective course closing dates.  
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Enrolment Types  
 
Figure 4. Enrolment Types. Three types of enrolment pathways (and associated certificates) are 
offered in edX. These are honour certificates (which are free and awarded if the student passes 
assessment), verified certificates (there is cost associated with verifying that the student is who they 
say they are) and audit (which are free but do not provide certificates).  
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Student Demographics 
 
Certified students are students who earned a certificate.  
Gender Distribution  
 
Figure 5. Gender Distribution. The graph shows gender distribution and identifies the number of 
certificates awarded.  
 
Age Distribution  
Figure 6. Age Distribution  . The peak age of students in this course was between 26-40, and the median 
age of students was 30 (from edX Insights data).  
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Education Distribution  
 
Figure 7. Education Distribution. This is self-reported data based on information provided at the time 
of enrolment in edX. 
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Country Distribution  
 
Figure 8. Country Distribution (per enrolment) 179 countries with registered users  
United States  
(2248 registrations) 
Australia 
(736 registrations)  
India  
(577 registrations) 
United Kingdom 
(372 registrations) 
Canada 
(281 registrations) 
Brazil 
(200 registrations) ! 
Philippines 
(192 registrations) 
Spain  
(184 registrations) !  
Germany 
(161 registrations) 
Indonesia 
(120 registrations) 
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Course Activity 
 
Student Progress and Certificates  
 
 
Figure 9. Student Progress and Certificates 
Registered: Registered for the course but did not access any content. 
Viewed: Anyone who accessed the ‘Courseware’ tab (the home of the videos, problem sets, and 
assessment) within the edX platform for the course. Note that there exist course materials outside of 
the ’Courseware’ tab, such as the Syllabus or the Discussion forums.  
Explored: Anyone who accessed at least half of the chapters in the courseware (chapters are the 
highest level on the ”courseware” menu housing course content).  
Certified: Anyone who earned a certificate.  
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Active Days  
 
Figure 10. Activity over days. An ‘active day’ is one on which a student accessed the course and 
spent any time engaged with it.  
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Last Activity Over Days  
 
Figure 11. Last activity over days. This graph represents the last interaction with the course by each 
student. The black line represents the number of students whose last event was on that day (Left Y 
axis) and the red line represents the number of total students who were still interacting with the course 
on that day (Right Y axis).  
Although the course closed in June 2014, there continue to be students auditing the course (i.e. 
accessing materials but unable to earn a certificate). 
 
Interesting Activity Patterns 
Tropics101x had weekly discussion board points that generated great student 
discussions on the weekly topics. For the topic discussions, Research and PhD 
students of the course presenters engaged with the students in answering their queries 
relating to the weekly discussion topic.  
 
Each week a summary was created by one of the more prominent students, compiling 
all weekly content into an easy to read document that students could download and 
print.  
Special Aspects of the Course  
A large percentage of the Tropic101x videos were filmed at the Great Barrier Reef on 
Heron Island. The students were immersed into a diving experience, taken for walks 
along the beach and into a real mangrove forest. Tropic101x included simulations that 
assisted student learning by drag and drop functionality allowing them to engage in fish 
cycles/types, identify coral, predators, mangroves, remote sensing tools, and use online 
calculators to assess PH levels in water.  
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Discussion Posts Evaluation  
 
Figure 12. Discussion posts per enrolment type 
 
 
  
Course Evaluation Findings 
 
The exit survey was completed by 359 students out of the 7877 listed as enrolled as of 
the 23rd June 2014. Numerous students also provided further feedback on our end of 
course summary discussion thread.  
 
Of the 359 replies, 97% of the students indicated that ’yes, the course met their needs’ 
and 98% of the students indicated they would enrol again and recommend this course 
to their friends/peers.  
 
 
Plans for the Future 
This course is re-running the 1st September 2015. After the course close, we have 
returned to Heron Island to record supplementing vision for Week 6 Experimental 
Design. We have also redesigned the vision in the Week 3 Nutrient Cycles lectures, 
including new animations about how nitrogen, nitrate, nitrite and ANNAMOX work within 
Tropical Coastal Ecosystems. 
 
 
